Representatives from the American Physical Society began talking to Obama's transition team shortly after the November 2008 election, and have developed a shortlist of desired projects at the Department of Energy, the National Science Foundation and the National Institute of Standards and Technology. The price tag stands at nearly $3.5 billion for dozens of projects, including renovations and upgrades at various Department of Energy labs and supercomputing work at the National Center for Atmospheric Research in Boulder, Colorado.
'Shovel-ready' projects such as these feature heavily in Obama's stimulus package, which would also include extensive tax cuts. "The only things that are in this list are approved projects" that have already gone through planning, says Michael Lubell, head of public affairs for the American Physical Society. He says the transition team warned against including anything that would constitute an ongoing funding commitment. "We are not talking about the long-term grant programmes or anything else, " he says. "This is very, very short term, because those were the ground rules. "
It is not clear whether calls for basic research funding, as opposed to infrastructure and technology, will make the cut. Several organizations, including the Association of American Medical Colleges and the Association of American Universities, last month asked Obama for $1.2 billion for some 3,200 grants at the National Institutes of Health, along with an additional $1.9-billion increase in the 2009 fiscal year.
Science tipped to score in Obama cash stimulus
Researchers jockey for a piece of the US economic package.
Bill Andresen, president of The Science Coalition, which represents 45 US universities, says that their goal is not a one-time boost but a rise for research funding that at least keeps up with inflation. "Whatever money is in the stimulus bill, we can spend quickly and create jobs immediately -while at the same time laying the groundwork for a more competitive economy, " he says.
In their testimony last week, both Zuber and Norman Augustine, an aerospace engineer who chaired an influential National Academy of Sciences panel on US competitiveness, advocated boosting funding for the physical sciences. In 2007, Congress authorized a doubling of the physical-sciences budget under the American Competitiveness Initiative, which lawmakers have yet to fully fund. House Science Committee chairman Bart Gordon (Democrat, Tennessee) says he hopes Congress will include pieces of the initiative in the stimulus bill, although he doesn't specify which parts.
Lubell says that one area in which the incoming administration has shown a willingness for long-term projects is energy and climate, as have other countries (see 'Japan greens up'). Speaking last week at George Mason University in Fairfax, Virginia, Obama said his administration plans to double the production of renewable energy over the next three years while boosting energy efficiency in 2 million homes (1.6% of US housing) and in more than 75% of federal buildings.
Last week, Japan's environment minister Tetsuo Saito hinted that green industrial development could play a major part in the ¥40-trillion (US$445 billion) stimulus package under discussion in parliament. He emphasized the importance of encouraging science and technology to enable Japan to recapture the world's top spot in photovoltaics and to promote wind energy, small hydroelectrics and nextgeneration cars.
As part of the stimulus, plans to expand the green industrial market from its current value of ¥70 trillion to ¥100 trillion, and to strengthen its workforce from 1.4 million to 2.2 million, might be brought forward from 2020 to 2015. The ministry is considering zero-interest loans for environmentally friendly companies and other measures to encourage green industry.
"Even in these harsh economic conditions, we cannot slow our efforts to deal with environmental problems," says Saito. "In fact, precisely because we have these conditions, we should make environmental protection the priming agent for explosive economic growth."
David Cyranoski
Japan greens up Obama has also called for modernization of the electricity grid, an initiative that could cost upwards of $165 billion, according to the Electric Power Research Institute.
Democratic lawmakers are keen to include energy-efficiency initiatives, including weatherproofing assistance for homeowners, but questions remain about how to address renewable energy in the bill. Officials in the wind and solar energy industries say Obama's goal of doubling renewableenergy production was possible before the economic meltdown, but financing for new projects has since dried up, forcing some companies to lay off workers.
These industries are now pushing lawmakers to free up money by altering the structure of federal tax incentives that encourage the development of electricity from renewables -a move that could cost taxpayers an additional $1 billion over the next two years. Rhone Resch, who heads the Solar Energy Industries Association in Washington DC, says the industry is ready to go to work once it can get the financing. "The policies and the programmes that worked in the past economy will not work in today's dire economic environment, " he says.
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